
SEXUAL ETHICS POLICY 
OF THE MISSOURI CONFERENCE  

OF THE UNITED METHODIST CHURCH 
 
Statement of Policy and Commitment 
The Missouri Annual Conference of United Methodist Church is committed to providing a safe, respectful, and 
nurturing environment in keeping with God’s sacred trust. Sexual misconduct on the part of any clergyperson, 
employee, or volunteer of any congregation, institution, organization, or agency within the Conference violates 
the mission of the church to make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world. The Missouri 
Annual Conference will not condone or tolerate instances of sexual misconduct, sexual harassment, gender 
harassment, or sexual abuse and is committed to a prompt and thorough investigation of allegations, in 
compliance with The Book of Discipline1 and the conference and local church’s Safe Sanctuaries Policy.  
 
Theological Foundation 
The Missouri Annual Conference believes that every person is created in the image of God (Genesis 1:27) and 
that all Christians are equal in Christ (Galatians 3:26-28). We are committed to the prevention of sexual 
misconduct, harassment or abuse in any form and will address allegations justly. “Contrary to the nurturing 
community, sexual harassment creates improper, coercive, and abusive conditions wherever it occurs in 
society. Sexual harassment undermines the social goal of equal opportunity and the climate of mutual respect” 
between people (2016 Book of Discipline, ¶161.J). Furthermore, “Violent, disrespectful, or abusive sexual 
expressions do not confirm sexuality as God’s good gift” (2016 Book of Discipline, ¶161.I). 
 
Definitions  
“Sexual misconduct within ministerial relationships is a betrayal of sacred trust. It is a continuum of unwanted 
sexual or gender-directed behaviors by either a lay or clergy person within a ministerial relationship (paid or 
unpaid). It can include child abuse, adult sexual abuse, harassment, rape or sexual assault, sexualized verbal 
comments or visuals, unwelcome touching and advances, use of sexualized materials including pornography, 
stalking, sexual abuse of youth or those without capacity to consent, or misuse of the pastoral or ministerial 
position using sexualized conduct to take advantage of the vulnerability of another” (2016 Book of Resolutions, 
p. 114). 
 
“Sexual harassment [is] any unwanted sexual comment, advance, or demand, either verbal or physical, which 
is reasonably perceived by the recipient as demeaning, intimidating, or coercive. … Sexual harassment 
includes, but is not limited to, the creation of a hostile or abusive working environment resulting from 
discrimination on the basis of gender” (2016 Book of Discipline, ¶161.J). It is “it is unwanted sexual or gender-
directed behavior within a pastoral, employment, ministerial (including volunteers), mentor, or colleague 
relationship that is so severe or pervasive that it alters the conditions of employment or volunteer work or 
unreasonably interferes with the employee or volunteer’s performance. It can create a hostile, offensive 
environment that can include unwanted sexual jokes, repeated advances, touching, displays, or comments that 
insult, degrade, or sexually exploit women, men, elders, children, or youth” (2016 Book of Resolutions, p. 114). 
 
“Gender harassment” is unwelcome or unwanted conduct which is gender specific, either cross gender or 
same gender. Although not specifically “sexual”, gender harassment may be recognized in patterns of behavior 
creating a hostile or abusive working environment. Both sexual and gender harassment are exploitations of 
power and are discriminatory by law” (GCFA Legal Manual, p. III-45: http://www.umc/gcfa). 
 
“Sexual abuse [in ministry] is a form of sexual misconduct and occurs when a person within a ministerial role 
of leadership (lay or clergy, pastor, educator, counselor, youth leader, or other position of leadership) engages 
in sexual contact or sexualized behavior with a congregant, client, employee, student, staff member, coworker, 
or volunteer” (2016 Book of Resolutions, p. 777). Sexual abuse within the ministerial relationship involves a 
betrayal of sacred trust, a violation of the ministerial role and exploitation of those who are vulnerable. In the 
State of Missouri, sexual misconduct by clergy can be a criminal offense.  
 

                                                 
1 The Book of Discipline is published by Abingdon Press and is available through Cokesbury stores or online at 
https://www.cokesbury.com/forms/ProductDetail.aspx?pid=1353471. 

https://www.cokesbury.com/forms/ProductDetail.aspx?pid=1353471
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Clergy and laity in ministerial roles shall include clergy as defined by 2016 Book of Discipline ¶142, retired 
clergy members of the annual conference, and any other person in a ministerial role as explained and 
illustrated on p. 777-778 of 2016 Book of Resolutions. 
 
“Pornography is sexually explicit material intended primarily for the purpose of sexual arousal that often 
portrays violence, abuse, coercion, domination, humiliation, or degradation. In addition, any sexually explicit 
material that depicts children is pornographic” (2016 Book of Resolutions, 91). “The use of pornography in 
church programs, on church premises or with church property by persons in ministerial roles (lay and clergy) is 
a form of sexual misconduct, a chargeable offense for laity and clergy in The United Methodist Church” (2016 
Book of Resolutions, p. 113-114). 
 
Making a Complaint 
The Book of Discipline sets forth the plan by which United Methodists govern themselves. It reflects their 
understanding of the Church and of what is expected of its laity and clergy as they seek to be effective 
witnesses in the world as a part of the whole body of Christ. Complaints will be handled according to  
2016 Book of Discipline (¶361, ¶362 and ¶2701-2719). The Book of Discipline will not substitute for actions 
which might be brought in a civil or criminal court. Any person reporting sexual misconduct shall be heard with 
sympathy and empathy. All appropriate support shall be afforded the complainant(s), the respondent(s), their 
families, and the congregation or Conference agency involved. 
 
Supervisory Responsibilities 
Clergy, as defined by The Book of Discipline are supervised in their role as clergy, by the office of the 
Episcopacy. That office is locally expressed through the District Superintendent. Conference employees and 
lay volunteers at Conference-based events are supervised by the Director of Finance and Administration 
and/or Director of Connectional Ministry. Lay employees or volunteers in local churches are supervised by the 
leadership of their respective local church. 
 
1.  If you feel you are a victim of sexual misconduct by a/an: 

 clergyperson or a lay pastor in a United Methodist church appointed to serve a local church or other 
ministry in this Conference → contact your District Superintendent or the Bishop’s Office. 

 employee or volunteer leader in a Conference-sponsored activity → contact the Director of Connectional 
Ministries or the Director of Finance and Administration. 

 layperson in a ministerial role other than as lay pastor serving in a local church in this Conference → 
contact your local church pastor. 

 parishioner in your congregation → contact your District Superintendent. 
2. Allegations involving minors or an adult incapable of self-reporting shall be reported to the appropriate 

government authorities and then to the parties outlined above. In the case of a minor (anyone under 18 
years of age), Child Abuse and Neglect Hotline Unit (a 24-hour Child Abuse/Neglect Hotline) shall be 
contacted at 1-800-392-3738.  

3. Retaliation on account of a good faith report of sexual misconduct shall not be tolerated and shall be 
considered a separate violation of this policy. 

 
Commitment to Justice and Healing 
The Missouri Annual Conference of The United Methodist Church will take appropriate corrective action upon 
completion of an investigation and affirms the goals of reconciliation and resolution, leading to justice and 
healing for all parties involved. If the investigation substantiates that the allegation is valid, immediate 
corrective action designed to stop the sexual misconduct, harassment or abuse and prevent its recurrence will 
be taken. Such corrective action may include discipline, up to and including discharge or dismissal of the 
offending person.  
 

This is a policy statement of The Missouri Annual Conference,  
approved and updated on 9/8/15 by the Board of Ordained Ministry Executive Team. 

Revised January 2017 



SEXUAL ETHICS POLICY ADDENDUM 
OF THE MISSOURI CONFERENCE  

OF THE UNITED METHODIST CHURCH 
 

 
*The Book of Discipline only allows for ecclesial action against a Professing Member. If the accusation is made against an 
active, but non-Professing Member of the local church, attempts at resolution can still take place without the consequences of 
formal ecclesial action per the BOD. Please see item #4 above for further resolution beyond the Church. 

Regarding Harassment of Clergy by a Professing Member of a Local Church (¶605.9) 
 
Statement of Policy 
A Professing Member of the Missouri Annual Conference of the United Methodist Church shall not 
engage in harassment, including but not limited to sexual and/or gender harassment of clergy (¶¶605.9 
and 2702.3 in the 2016 Book of Discipline). 
 
Theological Foundation 
All persons are created by God. God intends all persons to have worth and dignity in their relationships. 
We are one connected body, and when one part of the body is injured physically, emotionally or 
spiritually, the entire body is rendered less than God intended. Misconduct of a sexual nature of any kind 
violates a person’s wholeness and is an unjust use of status and power and a sinful behavior against 
God and one another. The Scripture witnesses to a God who brings about justice, mercy and grace. The 
Church is called to express God’s love in concrete actions of compassion and healing for all people.  
 
Definitions (see Sexual Ethics Policy, updated 2017) 
 
Making a Complaint 
Clergy and other persons who have knowledge of a possible violation of this policy by a Professing 
Member* may report the same to the chairperson of Staff/Pastor Parish Relations Committee and the 
District Superintendent. Upon receipt of any complaint, the Staff/Pastor Parish Relations Committee with 
the guidance of the Conference and District Superintendent will investigate, consider any response and 
take action to seek a just resolution.  
 
The DS and Annual Conference staff addressing a situation will work to ensure respect for the desires of 
any victim with respect to confidentiality and disclosure of facts. Sometimes, this may mean ensuring 
confidentiality. At others, it may mean working to craft a statement necessary for the well-being of any 
victim and the church to which the clergy person is appointed. 
 
Initial Resolution Guidelines 
1. Clergy are responsible for establishing and maintaining clear boundaries of professional conduct.  

a. It is strongly encouraged that from the onset of one’s pastoral leadership at a local church that 
the ministerial leader establishes a wider circle of accountability related to sexual ethics this 
includes but is not limited to educating lay leaders about sexual ethics and training the 
congregation in expectations around sexual ethics. 

2. Ideally, the clergy person responds immediately and clearly to the harasser that such behavior is 
unwelcome and uncomfortable. 

3. If the behavior continues: 
a. Avoid being alone with the harasser. 
b. Keep accurate records of the harassing behavior. 
c. May contact the Chair of the Staff Parish Relations Committee. (If the Chair of SPRC is the 

harasser then contact the District Superintendent directly. If the DS is the harasser contact 
should be directed to the Episcopal Office).  

d. Notify the District Superintendent.  
4. There may be situations and forms of abuse and harassment so egregious that the expectations of a 

“just resolution” or an “informal process” are inappropriate. This guideline is not meant to prevent the 
alleged victim from pursuing civil and criminal processes to address the abuse and/or harassment. In 
fact, alleged victims are encouraged to seek support and counsel regarding the full extent of 



protection and the pursuit of justice afforded through civil and criminal authorities (see examples 
noted in the Formal Resolution Process, #3). 

 
Informal Resolution Guidelines 
1. In all cases, the pastor or District Superintendent should take pastoral steps to resolve any 

complaints and concerns.  
a. The purpose is to determine if the complaint is valid or a miscommunication and a 

misunderstanding exist. 
b. Ask the accused to make an appropriate written statement to the clergy person. The written 

response may include explanation of the behavior resulting in a misperception of intent, an 
apology and a promise not to repeat the behavior. 

c. If the clergy person finds the response satisfactory then the complaint will be considered as 
resolved. 

d. If the response of the accused is not satisfactory or the accused refuses to respond, then the 
complaint will move to the formal process.  

2. Again, there may be situations and forms of abuse and harassment so egregious that the 
expectations of a “just resolution” or an “informal process” are inappropriate. This guideline is not 
meant to prevent the alleged victim from pursuing civil and criminal processes to address the abuse 
and/or harassment. In fact, alleged victims are encouraged to seek support and counsel regarding 
the full extent of protection and the pursuit of justice afforded through civil and criminal authorities. 

 
Formal Resolution Process 
1. If the District Superintendent determines that the process outlined above has been followed and the 

complaint is not resolved, then the District Superintendent and district lay leader may appoint a 
committee on investigation according to ¶2703.3 in the 2016 Book of Discipline. 

2.  The final decision of the committee will be communicated in writing to the clergy person and the 
accused. Should this not be resolved it then moves to ¶2704.4 in the 2016 Book of Discipline. 

3.  Regardless of whether the harasser is or is not a professing member, it may be necessary to seek 
civil law relief including: 1) formally barring the person from entering the church premises (e.g., 
rescinding the license or invitation for a person to come onto the property), 2) seeking an Order of 
Protection Ex Parte which then would need to be delivered to the harasser, or 3) filing a complaint for 
either trespass or for violating the Order of Protection. 

  
This is a policy statement of The Missouri Annual Conference,  

approved and updated on 11/08/18 by the Board of Ordained Ministry Executive Team. 
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